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Part I ɀ Strategy Background  
 

5ÐÐÅÒ -ÁÌÈÅÕÒ 7ÁÔÅÒÓÈÅÄ 
"ÕÌÌ 4ÒÏÕÔ #ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ 

Malheur River Bull Trout Technical Advisory Committee  

A. Contributing Agencies  and Participants  
Burns Paiute Tribe (BPT) - Erica Maltz, Kristopher Crowley, and Brandon Haslick  

Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife  (ODFW) - David Banks and Benji Ramirez 

U.S. Forest Service (USFS) - Steve Namitz, Kate Olsen, and Hazel Owens 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) - Chris Allen, Suzanne Anderson, and Justin Martens 

Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) - Dmitri Vidergar 

B. Purpose 
Goal: Restore and protect native fish populations in the Upper Malheur River Watershed while 

using native fish to provide angling opportunities in High Lake.  

 

Objective: Remove non-native Brook Trout (Salvelinus fontinalis) from up to 10 waterways in 

the Upper Malheur River Watershed from 2018 to 2028. 

Objective: Restore rehabilitated waterways with native species sourced from existing 

populations in the Upper Malheur River Watershed. 

Objective: Establish angling opportunities for native Redband Trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss 

gairdneri) and Bull Trout (S. confluentus) in High Lake by 2020. 

This conservation strategy identifies geographic areas and actions to support recovery of Bull 

Trout in the Upper Malheur River Watershed (Figure 1). The actions are intended to address the 

primary threat of Brook Trout as identified in the USFWSôs Recovery Plan for the Coterminous 

United States Population of Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) (Recovery Plan) (USFWS 2015). 

This document serves as a foundation for the Malheur River Bull Trout Technical Advisory 

Committeeôs (TAC) effort to develop site-specific conservation strategies for the eradication of 

Brook Trout. Agencies participating in the TAC are also working independently to further Bull 

Trout restoration by addressing additional threats. 
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Figure 1. Map of the Upper Malheur River Watershed where the Malheur River Bull Trout Technical Advisory 

Committee plans to implement a Bull Trout conservation strategy. 

C. Background and Problem Statement  

C.1 Bull Trout Recovery Chronology  
The coterminous United States population of Bull Trout was listed as threatened on November 1, 

1999 (USFWS 1999). Following the listing, draft recovery plans were completed in 2002 

(USFWS 2002) and 2004 (USFWS 2004); however the plans were never finalized. In 2008, a 5-  

year review (USFWS 2008) was released reaffirming the species status as threatened. On 

October 18, 2010, the USFWS published a final Critical Habitat designation (USFWS 2010), for 

the coterminous United States population of Bull Trout, followed by the release of the Recovery 

Plan in 2015.  



7 
 

Although the 2002 and 2004 draft recovery plans were not finalized, they laid the foundation for 

the Recovery Plan. At the core of the Recovery Plan are six geographically defined recovery unit 

implementation plans (RUIP) that identify conservation actions to address threats (e.g., loss of 

habitat connectivity and passage barriers, effects of poor land-management practices, non-native 

fish introgression, competition, and predation). To achieve recovery, the Recovery Plan requires 

management of primary threats identified in the RUIP. This conservation strategy includes 

proposed actions to address threats associated with Brook Trout introgression, competition, and 

predation occurring in the Upper Malheur River Core Area. 

C.2 Malheur River Bull Trout Technical Advisory Committee Chronology  
In an effort to annually convene federal and state agencies to present Malheur River-oriented 

Bull Trout recovery work and to coordinate multi-agency monitoring activities, the Malheur 

River Bull Trout Forum was initiated in 1997 through the BPTôs Bonneville Power 

Administration (BPA)-funded resident fish Project 1997-019-00. Because the annual meetings 

were not adequate for developing collaborative actions, particularly those associated with Brook 

Trout removal, the USFS, ODFW, USFWS, BOR, and BPT formed the TAC in 2013. 

C.3 Upper Malheur River Bull Trout Sta tus and Trend s 
The Upper Malheur River Bull Trout Core Area represents one of two core areas in the Malheur 

River Watershed and includes all possible Bull Trout life history forms (i.e., resident, fluvial, and 

adfluvial) (USFWS 2015). Redd count surveys (Perkins 2000-2009) conducted in spawning 

tributaries suggest population trends are declining for the migratory life history form. Compared 

to other native and non-native species, the relative abundance of Bull Trout is also declining. 

Furthermore, introgression with Brook Trout and legacy effects of degraded land use, 

exacerbated by changing climate conditions, will  likely affect Bull Trout population stability and 

growth in the future.    

From data collected in 1991 and 1992 during multiple pass removal sampling, ODFW estimated 

the population of age-1+ Bull Trout was 4,132 individuals in the North Fork Malheur River 

(Buchanan et al. 1997). In the North Fork Malheur River, the USFWS (2002) estimated adult 

abundance was between 250 and 300 individuals based on observed spawner-to-redd ratios.  

Developing accurate adult Bull Trout abundance estimates for the Upper Fork Malheur River is 

problematic. In 1993 and 1994, ODFW estimated the population of age-1+ Bull Trout was 3,554 

individuals (Buchanan et al. 1997). Due to the presence of Brook Trout, Bull Trout redds cannot 

be distinguished from those of Brook Trout in the Upper Fork Malheur River (USFWS 2002). 

Subsequently, inferences have been made based on a calendar date. Perkins (2000-2009) 

identified redds observed before September 15th as being constructed by Bull Trout.  

The TAC recognizes the population estimates for the North and Upper forks of the Malheur 

River as suspect since they are outdated and do not reflect population changes that may be a 

result of the prolonged drought that the region experienced.  
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C.4 Bull Trout Timing and Movement in the Upper Fork Malheur River  
Through BPA Project 1997-019-00, the BPT has identified the timing and spatial extent (Figure 

2) of seasonal movements for adult and sub-adult Bull Trout in the Upper Fork Malheur River 

Watershed (Schwabe 2000; Fenton and Schwabe 2003; Fenton 2004; Fenton 2005). Studies 

(Fenton and Schwabe 2003; Perkins 1999-2009) have shown that fluvial Bull Trout in the Upper 

Malheur River Watershed migrate into headwater areas from May to July/August, hold until 

spawning in late-August to mid-September, and migrate downstream into overwintering habitat 

by the end of September. Overwintering of adult migratory Bull Trout is thought to occur 

between river mile (RM) 170-187 (Fenton and Schwabe 2003). The majority of downstream 

 

Figure 2. Spatial extent of adult and sub-adult Bull Trout movements observed during a telemetry study in the Upper 

Malheur River Watershed. 

 

migration appears to occur prior to December; however, telemetry data suggest downstream 

migration continues to occur throughout the winter months. 

Fluvial migration into Big Creek and Meadow Fork Big Creek has been documented; however, 

migratory movement into Lake Creek appears to be limited, potentially due to thermal barriers 

(Fenton and Schwabe 2003; DeHaan et al. 2010a). Suppositions of thermal impediments are 

supported by recorded mean monthly maximums of 69.8-75.2° F in the lower stretches of Lake 

Creek from June to August (BPT, unpublished data).  
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To date, there have been no investigations to evaluate the relative dominance of the fluvial or 

resident life history strategies. The TAC believes the adfluvial form does not exist in the Upper 

Malheur River Watershed due to proximity of the headwaters to the Warm Springs Reservoir and 

based on results from the BPTôs 2000-2005 telemetry study in which no individuals were 

documented using the reservoir. Based on limited observations during the 2000-2005 telemetry 

study, the predominant life history appears to be the resident form, likely due to unsuitable 

thermal conditions downstream from Lake Creek; however, the TAC believes the fluvial and 

resident life histories may be expressed by Bull Trout in other Upper Malheur River creeks.       

C.5 Brook  Trout/Bull Trout Interactions in the Upper Malheur River  

C.5.1 Brook Trout  Introductions  
Non-native Brook Trout currently exist in high numbers throughout the Upper Malheur River 

and its tributaries. The source of Brook Trout in the Upper Malheur River is understood to be 

from authorized stockings in High Lake from as early as the 1930s as well as authorized and 

unauthorized stockings throughout the basin prior to the 1990s (Bowers et al. 1993). These 

stockings have led to a Brook Trout distribution in the Upper Malheur River Watershed (Figure 

3) that completely overlaps that of native Bull Trout (Figure 4) and Redband Trout. Although the 

historic presence or absence of native fish cannot be proven, the TAC believes High Lake was 

fishless prior to the stocking efforts. 

C.5.2 High Lake and Upper Lake Creek: Brook Trout Seed Sources   
High Lake is a 5.8-acre lake located in the Strawberry Mountain Wilderness at an elevation of 

7,500 feet (Figure 1). Except for a spring that delivers a small amount of perennial water, all 

stream flow into High Lake is ephemeral. The breeding population of Brook Trout in High Lake 

is a recognized source for downstream recruitment to Brook Trout clusters found in Bull Trout 

habitat located in the middle reaches of Lake Creek (Fenn 2004b; DeHaan et al. 2010a). 

Lake Creek, High Lakeôs outflow, flows approximately 12.5 miles from High Lake to its 

confluence with Big Creek where the two form the Upper Malheur River (Figure 1). Located at 

RM 11 in Lake Creek is Lake Creek Falls which functions as a complete barrier to upstream fish 

passage. Much of the approximately 1.5 stream miles above Lake Creek Falls (Upper Lake 

Creek) are characterized by channel widths of 3.2-6.6 feet and moderate gradients (2-5%) with 

intermittent steep reaches (15-20%) that may prevent upstream fish passage. Lake Creek is 

joined by two small perennial streams within one mile of High Lake. Brook Trout are the only 

fish species present above Lake Creek Falls. 

Brook Trout are found in abundance in High Lake and throughout Bull Trout spawning habitat 

downstream of Lake Creek Falls to Logan Valley (Table 1). Despite recent removal efforts, High 

Lake and Upper Lake Creek remain exclusively Brook Trout strongholds (Crowley 2016).  
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Figure 3. Known distribution of non-native Brook Trout in the Upper Malheur River Watershed. 

 

 

Figure 4. Known distribution of Bull Trout in the Upper Malheur River Watershed. 






















































































































































